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Aground of the sky, and the silhouette of a large, reed-roofed
hut appeared. Bending from his saddle, Prokhor opened a
creaking wicket-gate. At the steps Gregor jumped from his
horse, wound the reins around the balustrade, and entered
$ie porch. Groping for the doorlatch, he opened the door
and passed into a spacious kitchen. A young, stocky, but
well-built cossack woman with swarthy facs and black, well-
shaped brows was' standing with her back to the stove,
knitting a stocking. On the stove a girl perhaps nine years
old was sleeping with one arm flung out.
Without removing his outdoor clothes Gregor sat down at
the table. " Have you got any vodka ? " he asked.
" Don't you think you might say ' good evening ' first ? "
the woman replied, not glancing at Gregor and not stopping
her knitting.
" Good evening, if you feel like that. Have you got any
vodka ? "
She raised her eyebrows, smiled at him with her black
eyes, and listened to the sound of steps in the porch.
" I've got some vodka. But there are a lot of you come
to spend the night, aren't there ? "
" Yes.  A whole division."
The other cossacks crowded through the doorway. One
of them rattled out a rapid dance rhythm with a couple of
wooden spoons. They piled their greatcoats in a heap on
the bed, and laid their weapons on the benches. Prokhor
hurried to help the woman set the table. Armless Alexei
went into the cellar to -get some pickled cabbage, fell down
J:he steps, and came up carrying the fragments of the broken
plate and a pile of wet cabbage in his greatcoat.
By midnight they had drunk two pails of vodka, and had
eaten incalculable quantities of cabbage. Then they decided
to kill a sheep. Prokhor groped for one in the sheep-pen,
and with one stroke of his sword Yermakov cut off its head.
The woman lit the fire and set a pot of mutton on to cook.
Once more the sound of the wooden spoons rattling out a
dance rhythm was heard, and Ryabchikov danced around
kicking out his legs, smacking his shanks with his hands and
singing in a sharp but pleasant tenor v.oice.
" I smell blood ! " Yermakov suddenly roared, testing Ms
sword-blade   on   the   window-frame,  Gregor,   who   liked
r Yermakov for his exceptional braverv and cossack frenzv.